This paper proposes a taxonomy to assist in more clearly locating research on aspects of the association between corporate reputation and corporate accountability reporting. We illustrate how our proposed taxonomy can be applied by using it to frame our exploration of the relationship between measures of reputation and characteristics of the language choices made in CEO letters to shareholders. Using DICTION 5.0 software we analyse the content of the CEO letters of 23 high reputation US firms and 23 low reputation US firms. Our results suggest that company size and visibility each have a positive influence on the extent to which corporate reputation is associated with the language choices made in CEO letters. These results, which are anomalous when compared with those of Geppert and Lawrence (2008), highlight the need for caution when assessing claims about the effects on corporate reputation arising from the language choice in narratives in corporate annual reports.
Introduction
We respond to the challenge by Adams (2008) to refine knowledge of the extent to which corporate reporting influences corporate reputation. We begin by proposing a taxonomy of prior studies that have analyzed the association between corporate reputation in a corporate accountability reporting context. Influenced by Schwaiger's (2004) contention that any identification of factors influencing corporate reputation should be based on reliable empirical evidence, we then draw upon our proposed taxonomy for two purposes. First, to demonstrate how our research enquiries can be located and understood; and second, to contribute empirical evidence that will help to develop a better understanding of the relationship between the word choice in annual report CEO letters to shareholders and corporate reputation. A particular feature of this paper is the juxtaposing of our results with those reported in a study in which Geppert and Lawrence (2008) identified some language factors likely to influence the level of corporate reputation. Thus, theoretically and empirically, we explore the extent to which language choice in a corporate reporting and accountability narrative influences corporate reputation. This paper builds on the work of Geppert and Lawrence (2008) who measure narrative disclosures in corporate reports as a proxy for corporate reputation. First, we contextualize the Geppert and Lawrence (2008) study, and other similar papers, in the form of an overarching taxonomy to apply to research linking corporate narrative disclosures and corporate reputation.
Second, we replicate the Geppert and Lawrence (2008) study to the extent possible, and extend that study, where feasible, given our contradictory findings. We were concerned about the findings they reported because extant research into the written discourse of CEOs prompted doubts about the reliability of those results. In particular, their findings that high reputation firms use less complex (shorter), less varied and more concrete words appeared simplistic. We believe that the association between CEO text and corporate reputation is much more subtle and nuanced than advanced by Geppert and Lawrence (2008) ; and that such association is dependent heavily on company context.
Organizations are "discourse constructions" (Fairhurst & Putnam, 2004) . As such, it seems appropriate to study (as we do here) how the language used in corporate reports might construct corporate reputation. In particular, we are intrigued by the implications of results reported by Geppert and Lawrence (2008) : that is, that a high reputation might accrue to a company simply from adopting a communications (or accountability) strategy that involves a more relaxed writing style, more desirable words (such as those associated with honesty, virtue and selfsacrifice), more present tense verbs, and a focus on immediate concerns of everyday life. As part of our enquiries, we replicate the Geppert and Lawrence study, to the extent possible, using (as they did) data sourced in Fortune magazine's annual America's Most Admired Companies survey, and in CEO letters to shareholders in annual reports of major US companies. However, unlike Geppert and Lawrence, we found no statistically significant associations between chosen language-related variables and corporate reputation.
The important influence that corporate communications can exert on corporate reputation has been highlighted in argument that "communications was one of the 'six key drivers' of corporate reputation" (the others were competitive effectiveness, marketing leadership, customer focus, familiarity/favourability, and corporate culture) (Greyser, 1999, p.179) . In an increasingly competitive global economy, companies are keen to identify the drivers of corporate reputation so that they can acquire a sustainable competitive advantage (Schwaiger, 2004) . Thus, it is not surprising that corporate reputation, and how it can be sustained and improved, has become an important element in the strategic communications of companies (Dolphin, 2004) . Corporate annual reports (and the CEO shareholder letters they contain) are used not only for accountability purposes but also to create corporate reputation, corporate image and corporate credibility.
However, corporate reputation is not synonymous with either corporate image (Dutton & Dukerich 1991, p.537) or corporate legitimacy (Bebbington, Larrinaga-González & MonevaAbadía, 2008b) . Whereas image describes attributes members of a firm believe outsiders use to distinguish a firm, reputation describes the actual attributes outsiders ascribe to a firm. Following Schwaiger (2004, p. 48 ), a reputation is formed based on information about a firm's relative positioning in an organizational field, on marketing and accounting signals concerning performance, on institutional signals concerning social norms, on signals concerning firm strategy, and on attributes based on a firm's past actions. Because reputation is based on information and signals about a firm, corporate reporting is an ideal medium for communicating that information and those signals. Gotsi and Wilson (2006) tease out the differences between the dynamic concepts of corporate reputation and corporate image. They conclude that there is a bilateral relationship between corporate reputation and corporate image. Corporate reputations are largely dependent on everyday impressions people form of companies, based on firm behavior, communication and symbolism. Different stakeholders are likely to assess corporate reputation differently, depending on their economic, social and personal background. Gotsi and Wilson (2006, p. 29) conclude with a definition of corporate reputation as: …a stakeholders' overall evaluation of a company over time. This evaluation is based on the stakeholder's direct experiences with the company, any other form of communication and symbolism that provides information about the firm's actions and/or a comparison with the actions of other leading rivals.
Analysis and debate in accounting and accountability reporting literature about matters of corporate reputation have usually been conducted within a framework of legitimacy theory -and the need to build and maintain organizational legitimacy. Deephouse and Carter (2005) argue that organizational legitimacy focuses on a social acceptance that is derived from conforming to social norms and expectations − whereas organizational reputation involves social comparison. He and Baruch (2010) consider organizational identity and organizational legitimacy simultaneously. They observe that organizational identity is not fixed but depends on the social context in which organizational identity is narrated. They maintain that legitimacy can be created, maintained and repaired by choice of environment and social referents; and, importantly in the context of the present study, they identify external communications (such as impression management tactics, verbal accounts and stakeholder information disclosure) as the means of achieving this (He & Baruch, 2010, p. 44) . Table 1 compares the three concepts of reputation, image and legitimacy. In the present context, it is important to acknowledge that managers use their annual reports "to construct and maintain desired images … and thus to shape the interactional frames from which reputations emerge" (White & Hanson, 2002, p. 291) − this is what Abrahamsson, Englund, and Gerdin (2011, p. 347) refer to as managers' "desired future image."
In the context of CEO letters to shareholders, we should also be alert to the possibility that a halo effect operates: that the reputation of the CEO extends to exert a positive reputation effect on the company as well. That possibility is consistent with the findings of an eight country study by Kitchen and Lawrence (2003) that CEO reputation is the third most important factor influencing corporate reputation; and with the view that CEO reputation and corporate reputation are intertwined increasingly, particularly as the CEO is the chief communicator for the corporation. 
Taxonomy and literature review
Consistent with Bebbington et al. (2008b) , we advocate the use of multiple theoretical perspectives to examine the relationship between corporate reputation and corporate reporting. In Fig. 1 we present a taxonomy of prior research on reputation in corporate narratives. Our taxonomy highlights the broad perspectives adopted, offers explanations for why those perspectives were adopted, and categorizes the methods of analysis and the sources of data used.
We apply the taxonomy in Fig. 1 to review prior empirical literature (summarized in Table 2 ). 
Two broad explanations for discretionary narrative disclosures
In investigating the relationship between corporate communications and corporate reputation, we begin by considering the two broad explanations posited by Merkl-Davies and
Brennan (2007) for discretionary narrative disclosures in CEO letters to shareholders. First, that discretionary narrative disclosures contribute to better decision making by overcoming information asymmetries between managers and external stakeholders of a firm: that is, they provide incremental information. Second, that discretionary narrative disclosures constitute opportunistic behavior whereby managers exploit information asymmetries between them and external stakeholders by engaging in biased reporting: that is, they engage in impression management.
Several studies reviewed in Merkl-Davies and Brennan (2007) test both the incremental information and the impression management hypotheses. In general, the reviewed studies favour an impression management explanation for discretionary accounting narratives. However, biased reporting can also be due to managerial hubris. Whereas impression management constitutes opportunistic managerial behaviour with the purpose of manipulating organizational audiences'
perceptions of firms and their performance, hubris constitutes self-deception or egocentric bias (e.g., by managers being biased towards their own performance). Finally, in an accountability context, particularly in annual reports, biased reporting, particularly in the form of performance attributions, can also be the result of retrospective managerial sense-making. This entails managers providing an account of organizational actions and events by retrospectively assigning causes to them (Aerts, 2005) . The competing incremental information and impression management explanations are not mutually exclusive, necessarily. As discussed below, Geppert and Lawrence (2008) adopt both perspectives. It is beyond the scope of this study to test between the two competing explanations and corporate reputation.
In Section 2.2 we explore the next level in our taxonomy: the multiple purposes corporate narratives can serve. That is, as a proxy for corporate reputation; to enhance reputation to help in reputation risk management; and as part of a symbolic public relations exercise.
The multiple purposes of corporate narratives
Corporate communication is central to corporate reputation. The relationship between corporate reputation and corporate social responsibility (CSR) positioning has attracted particular attention.
For example, Du, Bhattacharya, and Sen (2010) have proposed a framework of CSR communication in which reputation is identified as a contingency factor influencing communication outcomes.
Corporate narratives as a proxy for corporate reputation
By reference to the taxonomy presented in Fig. 1 , we can see that Geppert and Lawrence (2008, pp. 285-86) adopt an incremental information perspective when they state that "discretionary narrative disclosures … contain important and useful information"; and an impression management perspective when they state that "Management controls the content of these disclosures, so these disclosures are directly influenced by the image management wants to convey."
Geppert and Lawrence (2008) (whose findings are a particular empirical focus of this paper) assume corporate narratives are a proxy for corporate reputation and that language in corporate communications varies between high and low reputation firms. They examine whether discretionary disclosures in CEO letters to shareholders can predict independent measures of reputation such as those captured in Fortune magazine's Most Admired Companies surveys.
They find significant variations in the linguistic choices high reputation firms and low reputation firms make in respect of discretionary narrative disclosures. Geppert and Lawrence (2008) report strong statistically supported results, determined from a small sample (n = 39) and cross-sectional data, to sustain a view that high reputation firms used "more relaxed writing style", "more desirable words" (such as those associated with "honesty, virtue and self-sacrifice"); more present tense verbs; and focused more on "immediate concerns of everyday life" (Geppert & Lawrence, 2008, pp. 291-294 Reporting, see Adams, 2008) .
Measuring reputation
Berens and van Riel (2000) (2000) developed a measure based on media reputation: that is, the overall evaluation of a firm as presented in the media. Deephouse (2000) argued that the media does more than signal reputation (as suggested by Fombrun & Shanley, 1990) but is a proactive participant in socially constructing reputation. Deephouse (2000) classified media articles mentioning firms as being favourable, unfavourable or neutral and developed a coefficient of media favourableness measures expressed as the quotient of favourable articles to unfavourable articles.
Content analysis -DICTION scores
Three categories of reputation measurement are outlined in the taxonomy in Fig. 1 . These involve the use of a variety of content analysis methods to measure reputation. Unlike the derived measures of reputation discussed above, this suggests that reputation can be measured more directly using disclosures in corporate documents. In the remainder of this paper we adopt essentially an incremental information perspective (and the premise that corporate narratives are a proxy for corporate reputation) to analyse the relationship between the scores emerging from a DICTION-based content analysis of CEO letters to shareholders and levels of corporate reputation.
Because CEO personality is often a proxy for corporate personality, studies of CEO letters to shareholders and corporate reputation can be included in Berens and van Riel's (2000) corporate personality category. In many companies, as Amernic and Craig (2010, p. 89 ) and Amernic, Craig, and Tourish (2010, p.41) argue, the prevailing coursing metaphor in CEO narrative is that "THE CEO IS THE COMPANY".
The importance of CEO letters in offering insights on companies, on their managers, and (directly or indirectly) on corporate reputation, has been illustrated by Fiol (1989) Citizens Report (p. 288). Thus, the three data sources used to assess reputation were derived from differing instruments and measures.
Content analysis -other methods
A variety of other content analysis approaches have been used to measure reputation. These include rhetorical analysis (White & Hanson 2002) , critical analysis (Erickson et al., 2010) , the construction of a reputation index (Othman et al., 2011) , and a close reading approach (Bebbington et al., 2008a) . The latter study utilized conceptualizations of reputation in reputation ranking studies that comprised five categories of reputation (financial performance; quality of management; social environmental, community and ethical issues; employee related factors; and quality of goods and services) together with Benoit's (1995) image restoration framework.
Method
We focus now on exploring the language factors that influence corporate reputation. We apply the research approach of Geppert and Lawrence (2008) to a later and larger data set and compare results.
We draw on a sample of 92 of the top 100 companies in the 2006 Fortune 500 listing of America's largest corporations according to annual revenues. Eight firms were omitted because a full set of requisite data was unobtainable for them. 2 The 92 sampled companies were ranked in terms of their industry-based social responsibility rating. We acknowledge that reputation based on social responsibility may differ from reputation based on financial performance or other measures based on other sources, consistent with Mäkelä and Laine (2011) . Using Fortune social responsibility rankings, companies in the uppermost quartile were assigned to a high reputation sample group (n = 23) and companies in the lowest quartile were assigned to a low reputation sample group (n = 23 Hart (2000 Hart ( , 2001 to analyse political discourse. Detailed guidelines on its application are now available (Hart & Carroll 2011) . DICTION analyses verbal tone in narratives based on five master scores (certainty, activity, realism, optimism and commonality) and 35 sub-scores.
DICTION has been used in prior content analysis of corporate reports by Weetman (1999, 2002) , Yuthas, Rogers, and Dillard (2002) , and Linsley and Slack (2010) . Further information on DICTION 5.0 software and detailed descriptions of the DICTION variables of interest in this paper can be found in Hart (2000 Hart ( , 2001 ), Short and Palmer (2008) , and Geppert Table 3 .
The conjectures of Geppert and Lawrence (2008, p. 294 ) are summarized as follows:
… the set of high reputation firms on average use less variety of words, shorter words and more concrete words than the set of low reputation firms. These firms concentrate on realism with a matterof-fact style.
Reasoning underlying variable selection
The reasoning Geppert and Lawrence (2008) provide to support the selection of each variable is summarized below.
Variety: A high score for variety "indicates a speaker's avoidance of overstatement and a preference for precise molecular statements" (p. 291). Variety was selected based on conjecture that "Perceived credibility of the chairman [and thus, presumably, the company] may, thus, be enhanced by using a more relaxed writing style and a lower variety index" (p. 291).
Inspiration: Because this DICTION variable measures such desirable words as "honesty, virtue and self-sacrifice; qualities such as courage, mercy and dedication; and ideals such as patriotism, success, education and justice" (p. 293) high reputation firms are conjectured to use more of these words than low reputation firms. Presence of words from a set of 122 desirable words (Geppert & Lawrence, 2008, p. 293) Hunter (2003) and Geppert and Lawrence (2008) Present Concern A selective list of present tense verbs…all … occur [ing] with great frequency in standard American English. The dictionary is not topic-specific but points instead to general physical activity (cough, taste, sing, take), social operations (canvass, touch, govern, meet), and task-performance (make, cook, print, paint).
Presence of words from a set of 269 words, mainly present tense verbs (Geppert & Lawrence, 2008, p. 293) Geppert and Lawrence (2008) Concreteness A large dictionary possessing no thematic unity other than tangibility and materiality. Included are sociological units (peasants, African-Americans, Catholics), occupational groups (carpenter, manufacturer, policewoman), and political alignments (Communists, congressman, Europeans) . Also incorporated are physical structures (courthouse, temple, store), forms of diversion (television, football, CD-ROM), terms of accountancy (mortgage, wages, finances), and modes of transportation (airplane, ship, bicycle) . In addition, the dictionary includes body parts (stomach, eyes, lips), articles of clothing (slacks, pants, shirts), household animals (cat, insects, horse) and foodstuffs (wine, grain, sugar) and general elements of nature (oil, silk, sand) .
Presence of words from a set of 745 words, with no thematic similarity other than tangibility and materiality (Geppert & Lawrence, 2008, p. 293) Geppert and Lawrence (2008) Complexity Borrows … [the] notion that convoluted phrasings make a text's ideas abstract and its implications unclear.
Measure of the average number of charactersper-word in a given input file.
Geppert and Lawrence (2008) Master variable

Realism
Language describing tangible, immediate recognizable matters that affect peoples' everyday lives.
Composite score based on the relative proportion of terms describing tangible everyday matters and those describing complex concepts (Yuthas et al., 2002, p. 150) Yuthas et al. (2002) and Geppert and Lawrence (2008) Source: Unless otherwise specified, DICTION 5.0 manual (pp. 43-47). Available from: www.dictionsoftware.com/files/dictionmanual.pdf. Accessed 01.08.11
Present Concern: "High reputation firms use present tense because they feel they can state what they do, whereas low reputation firms implicitly accept that they are not very successful by implying what they are attempting to do" (p. 293).
Concreteness:
The text of CEO letters of high reputation firms reflects a "straightforward, matter-of-fact style" that is indicated by the DICTION variable, Concreteness. The latter is based on "745 words with no thematic similarity other than tangibility and materiality" (p. 293).
Complexity: Firms using longer and more complex words are more likely to be low reputation firms.
Realism: A higher score on this master variable suggests that the rhetoric in discussing everyday matters is immediate, tangible and familiar to the reader (Short & Palmer, 2008, p. 732 ). Geppert and Lawrence contended that high reputation firms will score more highly on this variable because it "represents tangible, immediate concerns of everyday life" (p. 294). Differences between the high reputation and low reputation firms were tested using t-tests on average scores for the DICTION variables of interest (Variety, Inspiration, Present Concern, Concreteness, Complexity and Realism) . This was done whilst mindful that any computerassisted statistical content analysis of CEO letters, however robust, ideally should be accompanied by close readings of those CEO letters. Although close readings (for example, based upon metaphor analysis) are very labor-intensive, they have strong capacity to provide richer insights to apparent meaning (and likely reputation) than computer-assisted content analysis based solely on word-counts (; Amernic, Craig, & Tourish, 2007; Craig & Amernic, 2004 ).
Results
Descriptive statistics are shown for the high and low reputation groups, and a logistic regression model was run to identify the variables that distinguish the two groups. The mean for the high reputation group is greater than the mean for the low reputation group for Inspiration, Present Concern, Concreteness and Realism. The mean for the high reputation group is slightly lower than the mean for the low reputation group for Variety and Complexity. No statistically significant associations were found. Nonetheless, the results reveal a degree of stability between the high ranked firms and between the low ranked firms in both this study and the Geppert and Lawrence (2008) We explored whether conjectured associations between the text of a CEO letter and corporate reputation could be explained for each company through bivariate correlations between overall (rather than industry-based) most admired reputation and relevant DICTION scores. The overall reputation scores for the 46 companies sampled in the present study ranged between 4.02 and 8.48 (where zero is a poor reputation and 10 is an excellent reputation) with a mean of 6.72. Table 6 reveals no evidence of a high (or significant) correlation between overall company reputation and any of the DICTION variables of interest. Although Geppert and Lawrence (2008) 
Descriptive statistics
Logistic regression
A logistic regression model was developed to classify firms as high reputation or low reputation. The dependent variable was classified as 1 for a high reputation group firm and 0 for a low reputation group firm. The independent variables included in the regression (Variety, In Table 7 , the logit estimates are compared. The positive sign of the coefficient for Complexity is not consistent with Geppert and Lawrence's conjectures.
A conclusion that higher scores for Complexity lead to greater probability of a low reputation classification cannot be made. Firms with logit values >0.5 were classified as high reputation firms, and those with logit values of <0.5 as low reputation firms. Geppert and Lawrence (2008) are in parentheses, italicized. Cut off value = 0.5 in determining whether classification is correct or not.
The overall level of correct classification was 26 out of 46 (56.5%) versus 32 out of 39 (82%) for Geppert and Lawrence. A naïve classification would be correct in 50% of the cases.
The analysis we conducted is performed on a larger treatment sample (n = 46 versus n = 39), more recent data (2006/2007 versus 2001/2002) , and data from only one of the three sources used by Geppert and Lawrence. The study is important in helping to establish the external validity of prior purported relationships (Easley, Madden, & Dunn, 2000) .
Conclusions
The empirical study we have conducted is important because of its capacity to inform corporate communications and narrative corporate reporting practice by inferring credibility (or otherwise) to prior reported research-based generalizations (Eden, 2002) . Our study is important in helping to preserve the integrity of the cumulative empirical foundation of corporate communications knowledge (Hubbard & Vetter, 1991) . The importance of studies such as this was emphasized in an editorial in the Academy of Management Journal which stressed that "the value of empirical management research is profoundly augmented … by encompassing a large number of high-quality replication studies" (Eden 2002, p. 841 ).
Although our sample size is larger than Geppert and Lawrence (2008) , we nonetheless accept that it is based on a relatively small sample size. We acknowledge Bamber, Christensen, and Gaver (2000) and express caution in generalizing the study results.
The results we report raise doubts about the reliability of the findings reported by Geppert and Lawrence (2008) . One explanation for the difference is a "maturation effect." The Geppert Another explanation is that Geppert and Lawrence (2008) have studied firms that are more likely to be at the extremes of a high reputation / low reputation ranking continuum. In contrast, the present study classifies those in the upper quartile of a reputation ranking as high reputation, and those in the lower quartile as low reputation, thereby potentially diluting the results observed.
companies, whereas the Geppert and Lawrence (2008) sample is drawn from companies spread across the top 500 Fortune companies. Although Geppert and Lawrence (2008) companies are ranked between 100 and 500 in the Fortune 500 listing. A similar profile is evident in the seven companies identifiable in the low reputation sample group of Geppert and Lawrence (2008) . The difference in results seems explainable by Geppert and Lawrence (2008) having analyzed US companies that are smaller and less prominent than those analyzed here.
Thus, the results suggest that the extent to which corporate reputation is associated with the textual characteristics of CEO letters may be influenced by company size and visibility.
Whether there is a relationship between the words in CEO letters and corporate reputation is an important matter for corporate communicators -and one that deserves fuller analysis based on longitudinal data, a sounder theoretical base, stronger statistical design, and a commitment to analyze text in specific corporate context. However, further research should not rely solely on software-based quantitative analysis of words in CEO letters, but should embrace qualitative techniques (such as close reading) as well. A combination of quantitative and qualitative techniques will be conducive to the provision of valuable, comprehensive and potentially mutually reinforcing insights to, and understandings of, corporate reputation.
Explanations for discretionary narrative disclosures as a proxy for corporate narratives also deserve more attention. Are disclosures for the purpose of providing shareholders and stakeholders with incremental useful information, or are they motivated by managers creating impressions that influence stakeholders' perceptions of firm reputation?
It is likely that the association between CEO text and corporate reputation is much more subtle and nuanced than Geppert and Lawrence (2008) would lead us to believe, and dependent heavily on company context. Several avenues for further research arise. First, it would be beneficial to explore the extent of the relationship, if any, between reputation and the motive for discretionary narrative disclosures. There would seem to be strong intuitive grounds to expect the relationship to be stronger where the overriding objective is to engage in impression management, rather than to provide incremental information. Second, our results highlight the need for further inquiry into the extent to which firm size is a mediating variable between corporate communications and corporate reputation.
Generally, the effect of language choice on reputation and on the effectiveness of accountability in corporate annual reports warrants on-going enquiry. To that end, the taxonomy we propose should be facilitative.
